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Interrelation of child support,
visitation, and hours of work

Young mothers who receive child support payments

are more likely to work than nonrecipients

and are apt to work longer hours and have higher earnings
if their children are visited by the father;

young fathers who pay support are more likely

than nonpayers to visit their children

he composition of families has changed
I significantly over the past 15 to 20 years.
Particularly, the percentage of families
that were headed by women grew from 21.1 per-
cent to 31.1 percent from 1970 to 1988. The
growth in the number of such families is occur-
ring for two reasons. First, there has been a large
increase in marital separation and divorce. The
percentage of divorced women aged 18 or older
increased from 4.3 percent in 1970 to 13.9 per-
cent in 1988. Second, there has been a sharp rise
in the number of unwed mothers, as the fre-
quency of births to unwed mothers increased
from 26.4 percent in 1970 to 38.6 percent in
1988.'

Caonsequently, financial support, and the lack
of it, for children who live apart from their fa-
thers is of increasing concern. In 1987, only 3.7
million of the 9.4 million women with own chil-
dren under age 21 whose father was absent re-
ceived child support. In addition, about one-third
of these women had incomes below the poverty
level, and data show that many families in poverty
receive welfare payments.” Hence, a contributing
factor to the incidence of poverty and welfare de-
pendency of custodial parents is inadequate finan-
cial support received from the absent parent.

The economic situation of women with chil-
dren, combined with the lack of support pay-
ments by absent fathers has led to Federal
legislation aimed at collecting money from
these fathers. The Child Support Enforcement
Amendments of 1984 requires each State to es-
tablish guidelines for determining child support
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awards, and the Family Welfare Reform Act of
1988 requires States to provide by 1994 wage
withholding for all new orders for child support
awards.

Child support reform is expected to affect a
number of issues involving parents, such as visi-
tation rights of noncustodial parents, custody,
welfare dependence, labor force participation,
divorce, remarriage, and the decision to have a
child.® This article examines the interrelation-
ship between child support payments to custo-
dial mothers, visitation of noncustodial fathers,
and annual hours of work of the parents. These
three activities are interdependent and also affect
the economic well-being of parents and their
children. Data are from the 1988 National Longi-
tudinal Survey of Youth (Youth Survey), an on-
going longitudinal survey sponsored by the
Bureau of Labor Statistics,” The Youth Survey
provides annual information on a sample of
young women and men who were 14 to 22 years
old in 1979. In 1988, the sample, which includes
an overrepresentation of blacks, Hispanics, and
economically disadvantaged whites, had 10,466
respondents. In all computations, weights are
used to adjust for different sampling rates and
nonresponse rates, so that the data are nationally
representative of the age group.

Background and issues

A 1982 study by Allyson Sherman Grossman
and Howard Hayghe indicates that the receipt of
child support payments is positively related to



labor force participation.® This finding seems
somewhat surprising because one might assume
that income transfers would reduce the hours of
work of mothers. However, receipt of child sup-
port is complicated by the fact that if the indi-
vidual also receives welfare benefits, welfare
payments are reduced by nearly the entire
amount of the child support payment, meaning
that a mother who receives welfare may not be
any better off financially after receiving child
support payments.® Yet, if child support pay-
ments could entirely replace welfare benefits,
the incentives to work would increase, because
welfare benefits contain a large marginal tax on
eamings, while child support payments do not.
However, for mothers not on welfare, an in-
crease in child support payments will increase
nonlabor income, which generally reduces hours
of work.

A 1989 study by John Graham and Andrea
Beller indicates that, after controlling for the
complications induced by the welfare system,
child support payments reduce hours of work,
but by a much smaller magnitude than other
forms of nonlabor income.” Graham and Beller
speculate that child support may be different
from other nonlabor income for two reasons,
First, women who receive child support pay-
ments may use this income to purchase com-
modities that can substitute for time at home,
such as child care services, thus allowing them
to increase their hours of work. Second, because
many fathers only partially comply with child
support awards or do not comply at all, mothers
may view child support as a risky income
source, and consequently regard it as not having
the same negative effect on their hours of work
as other more guaranteed forms of nenlabor in-
come.

The hours of work and eamings of absent fa-
thers are also affected by changes in the way
child support is awarded and collected. When an
award is set by the court, the size of the payment
is often based at least partially on the father’s
earnings. In cases that involve wage garnish-
ment, the payment is collected through payroll
withholding in the same manner as Social Secu-
rity and income taxes. Consequently, an absent
parent’s labor force activity is interrelated with
child support payments.

Another issue associated with changes in the
child support system is that of visitation by the
absent parent. Research to date indicates child
support payments are positively related to fre-
quency of visitation.® This result is sometimes
interpreted as a consequence of parents with
greater resources being more willing to spend
time with their children. However, this interpre-
tation ignores the possibility that fathers with

higher earnings may find it more expensive (ac-
cording to the market value of their time) to
spend time with their children than do fathers
with lower earnings.

Overall, previous studies indicate a relation-
ship between payment of child support and
hours of work, as well as between child support
and visitation. This article extends the analyses
to examine the joint interdependence among
payment of child support, visitation, and hours
of work, In contrast with most previous research,
the data in this study are based on responses
from both custodial mothers and absent fathers.
Because of the lack of data on absent parents,
most studies on child support payments analyze
information obtained solely from mothers with
custody of their children. Such information
might understate the amount of child support
and extent of visitation because mothers could
be unaware of direct transfers by the absent fa-
ther to the children and of all the time the absent
father spent with the children. However, absent
fathers could overstate the amount of payments
and extent of visitation by not complying or par-
tially complying with child support award
amounts, and they could be hesitant to admit
they do not visit their children. While the Youth
Survey does not allow the questioning of both
parents of a child, the data do allow comparison
of results from two separate samples; a sample
of mothers with custody of their children and a
sample of absent fathers.

Custodial mothers, absent fathers

The following tabulation shows the receipt/pay-
ment of child support and visits by absent fathers
as reported by custodial mothers and absent fa-
thers (numbers in thousands):

Mothers Absent
with custody  fathers
Total ................. 3,167 1,923
Received child support
payments:
Number ............. 1,087
Percent.............. 343
Paid child support:
Number .......... ... 940
Percent..... .. ....... 489
Child visited by father:
Number ............. 2,033 1,396
Percent.............. 64.2 726

Approximately one-third of the mothers claim to
receive support payments, and about two-thirds
of them report their children received at least
one visit by an absent father over the course of a
year. In contrast, nearly half of the fathers report
they provide support to children living else-

Monthly Labor Review June 1992 41



Child Support, Visitation, and Hours of Work

where and nearly three-quarters of them say they
visit their children. The data also reveal that
there are more mothers with custody of their
children than there are absent fathers, Part of this
discrepancy is attributable to the fact that the
sample includes individuals who were between
ages 23 and 31 in 1988, and because mothers
are, on average, younger than fathers, we might
expect more mothers than fathers in this
sample.®

Yet, the number of fathers who report paying
child support is similar to the number of mothers
who report receiving child support; both close to
1 million. Consequently, the discrepancy in the
total number of men reporting to have children
who do not live with them and the number of
women with children whose father is absent
might occur because fathers who do not pay
child support are less likely to reveal the exist-
ence of children not living in the household. This
conclusion is consistent with a 1983 study by
Andrew Cherlin, Jeanne Griffith, and James
McCarthy which uses data from the Current
Population Survey.'”

However, the number of mothers reporting
that their children were visited by the father is
substantially higher than the number of men re-
porting visitation. This information indicates
that, while a large number of fathers do not pay
child support, a much greater number do visit
their children. This also suggests that men who
admit to being an absent father are more likely to
pay support and visit than are other fathers,

Interrelationships

To examine the relationship between child sup-
port payments, visitation, and hours of work, we
define four mutually exclusive categories for
each parent:

» child support is received or paid, but there is
no visitation;

® visitation occurs, but no child support is
received or paid;

# child suppeort is received or paid and visitation
occurs; and

» child support is not received or paid and
visitation does not occur.

Child support payments and visitation are mea-
surable characteristics of parents, as are marital
status, education, race, and father’s distance
from the child. Together, these variables pro-
duce a number of measurable differences among
parents by demographic characteristics.

The mothers. Table | compares selected char-
acteristics for mothers with custody of the chil-
dren by receipt of child support payments and
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the absent father’s visitation status. It appears
that receiving child support without visitation is
relatively rare, occurring in only 5.2 percent of
approximately 3.2 million cases.

The data also indicate there is considerable
variation by demographic characteristics.!" For
instance, women who are currently divorced are
most likely to receive both child support and
visitation, probably because child support
awards and visitation arrangements often are es-
tablished as part of divorce settlements. In con-
trast, a large proportion (39.7 percent) of the
mothers who do not receive child support or visi-
tation are currently married. This result might
suggest that marriage or remarriage by the
mother reduces the ties between the chiid and the
child’s father.!> A large percentage (37.6 per-
cent) of mothers reporting visitation only have
never been married.

In addition, mothers whose children receive
visitation only are more likely to have dropped
out of high school than are other mothers. Moth-
ers who receive child support only or receive
both child support and visitation have a higher
percentage among whites than among other
races.”?

The relationship between distance of the fa-
ther from the child and child support and visita-
tion is surprising.'* Mothers with children who
are not visited by the father (they receive child
support only or receive neither child support nor
visitation) are more likely to live more than 100
miles from the father, as might be expected. Yet,
a large percentage of mothers with no visitation
live within 1 mile of the father. Visitation most
commonly occurs when the parents live between
1 and 100 miles from each other.

The fathers. Table 2 presents data reported by
absent fathers on payment of child support and
visitation status. Fathers report payment of
child support and visits with their children pro-
portionately more than do mothers (42.4 per-
cent versus 29.1 percent). Yet, patterns by
demographic characteristics of fathers are fairly
similar to that of mothers. As with mothers, fa-
thers who pay child support and visit their chil-
dren are more likely to be divorced, while
fathers who visit only are more likely to have
never married. Also, more than one-third (35.1
percent) of fathers who do not pay child support
or visit their children are currently married,
suggesting that marriage or remarriage reduces
the ties between the father and a child outside
the household.

In addition, there is a higher percentage of
high school dropouts and black fathers who visit
their children, but do not pay child support, com-
pared with other fathers. Yet, fathers who report




Table 1.  Selected characteristics of 23- to 31-year-old mothers with custody of thelr
children, by recelpt of child support payments and visitation status of the
father, 1988
[in percent}
No chlid
Recelved support
Recelved c;:f:::n child support received
Characteristic . Mothers chlld support tath payments and | and chlidren
payments only | DY 18ther | ohiigren were were not
only visited by father |  visited by
father
Total
Number {thousands) . ........... 3,187 166 1,111 922 868
Percant ...........covuviinn.. 100 5.2 351 29.1 306
Marital status
Married, spouse present .. ...... 25.0 31.3 14.6 21.0 39.7
Separated . .................. 16.2 10.6 25.2 13.3 9.7
Divorced .................... 28.6 3586 226 415 21.8
Never-married ................ 30.2 225 376 24.2 28.8
Educatlon
Less than highschool .......... 239 19.8 29.4 181 239
High school graduate 54.9 58.3 48.0 59.4 56.8
Some colleges ......... Ce. 183 18.2 18.4 1941 17.2
Collegegraduate . ... .......... 28 27 3.2 34 24
Race
White . ...................... 57.5 745 45.0 68.3 58.9
Black ........oooev i 30.1 19.6 45.4 25.2 32.0
Hispanic .................... 8.4 59 9.6 6.5 8.1
Father's distance from child
Withintmile ................. 19.5 25.0 16.6 133 276
1t010mies ................. 25.1 159 35.3 332 74
11to100miles . .............. 26.3 12.8 25.2 34.6 221
More than 100 miles ........... 28.1 46.3 229 18.8 42,9
Scurce: Natlonal Longitudinal Survey of Youth.

that they neither pay child support nor visit their
children have a higher percentage among whites
than among other races.

The relationship between distance from the
child and child support payments and visitation
status of fathers is remarkably similar to that for
mothers. Fathers who visit their children (visit
only or pay child support and visit) are more
likely to live between 1 and 100 miles from the
child, whereas fathers who do not visit tend to
live either within 1 mile from the child or more
than 100 miles away. These findings suggest
that the relationship between child support,
visitation, and distance between parents needs
further examination.

Hours of work and earnings

Child support payments have potential effects
on the labor force participation decisions of both
mothers with custody and absent fathers. The
data reveal that receipt and payment of child
support as well as visits by the absent father are
positively related to having worked in the previ-

ous year. The following tabulation shows the
work experience of mothers and fathers, by child
support and visitation status:

(In thousands)
Worked in  Percent
Toral previous of total
vear
Mothers:
Nonrecipients. . 2,080 1,445 69.5
Recipients .... 1,087 842 77.5
No visits...... 1,134 78 69.3
Received visits. 2,033 1,499 73.7
Fathers:
Nonpayers .. .. 983 797 81.1
Payers ....... 940 861 91.6
Did not visit. . . 527 421 799
Visited ....... 1,396 1,237 88.6

The positive association between working and re-
ceiving child support payments for mothers is
similar to that found by Grossman and Hayghe.'
The results on the relation between child support
and work for both parents suggest that factors that
influence decisions concerning child support and
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visitation are similar to those that influence labor
force participation decisions.

Women who receive child support payments
(support only or both suppert and visitation) are
more likely to work than those who do not. (See
table 3.) Among working mothers, those who
receive visitation only are the most likely to
work fewer than 500 hours a year, whereas
mothers who receive child support payments
only are the least likely to work 2,000 hours or
more a year. Also, while mothers who receive
child support only are more likely to have annual
earnings of less than $10,000 (in 1988 dollars),
those who receive both support and visitation are
the most likely to have annual earnings of more
than $30,000.

There are two noteworthy implications from
these results. First, child support recipients are
more likely to work than are nonrecipients, which
is consistent with previous studies. Second,
among recipients, mothers of children who are
visited by the absent father tend to work more
hours and have higher eamings than do mothers
of children not visited. The results suggest that
there may be inherent differences among recipi-
ents of child support payments whose children

are visited by their fathers because it is doubtful
that visits by absent fathers allow mothers to
work longer hours (the fathers probably do not
act as child care providers; as shown earlier,
most fathers are also working).

An implication of child support studies is that
women who receive child support payments use
this income to pay for child care, thereby allow-
ing them to increase their work hours. Data
show that women who receive both child support
payments and visits from absent fathers and
those who receive support payments only are the
most likely to use child care. However, among
working women who use child care, those re-
ceiving child support only spend, on average,
$38.36 per week for child care, the lowest of the
four child support and visitation status groups. In
contrast, women who receive both child support
and visitation spend the most on child care.
Hence, it appears that mothers whose children
are visited by absent fathers spend more on child
care than do those whose children are not vis-
ited. This link between child support, visitation,
and child care is particularly important, given
that one reason offered for a father’s nonpay-
ment of child support is that it is costly and often

Tabie 2.  Selected characteristics of 23- to 31-year-old absent fathers by payment of
child support and visitation status, 1988
[Ih parcent]
No child
Absent Paid Vislted Pald chiid support pald
Characteristic fath chlld support children support and and did not
athers only only visited chlldren visit
children
Total
Number {thousands} ............ 1,923 125 581 B15 402
Percent ...................... 100 6.5 30.2 42.4 20.9
Marital status
Married, spouse present .. .. ... . 24.1 332 14.8 23.9 35.1
Separated ... ..... ........... 13.5 52 20.6 10.5 t2.1
Divorced .................... 26.5 31.0 194 387 14.5
Never-married ... ........... .. 359 306 452 28.9 38.3
Education
Less than high scheol .. ........ 26.7 17.2 .2 23.0 29.3
High school graduate .......... 54.6 616 53.6 56.0 51.2
Somecoliege ................ 15.4 15.0 103 18.0 17.4
College graduate. .........., .. 33 6.2 3.9 3.0 2.1
Race
White. ...................... 53.4 533 42.4 55.8 64.3
Black ....................... 374 37.2 49.6 33.9 27.0
Hispanic .................... 9.2 9.5 8.0 10.3 8.7
Father's distance from child
Within1mile ................. 17.8 26.0 15.8 10.6 327
1t610miles . ................ 305 34 42.4 38.0 6.7
11to100miles . .............. 225 19.4 239 27.9 10.4
More than 100 miles ........... 29.2 51.2 17.8 235 50.2
Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth,
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Table 3.  Annual hours of work and earnings of 23- to 31-year-old mothers with custody
of their children by recelpt of child support payments and visitation status of
father, 1988
[in percent]
No child
Received support
Received Chiidren child support recelved
Characteristic Mothers child support visited by | payments and | and children
payments only | father only | chlldren were ware not
visited by father | visited by
father
Totai (in thousands) ............ 3,167 166 1,111 922 968
Worked in previous year
Number (in thousands) ........ 2,287 128 785 714 660
Percentoftotal .............. 722 771 70.7 774 68.2
Annual hours worked
1499 . ..o 8.7 . 13.6 57 9.9
500~-999 .................... 11.0 12.8 10.2 10.7 12.2
1000-1489 ... .- ............. 13.7 215 12.3 12.0 161
15001988 .. .. .............. 17.7 229 15.9 22.5 13.2
20000rmore . ... ... 47.9 34.7 48.0 49.1 48,6
Annual earnings’
$1-$9999 ... .............. 48.9 61.1 51.0 44.0 50.0
$10,000-$18999 ............. 395 33.7 38.1 40.3 41.3
$20,000-$29,989 .. ... ........ 9.8 52 10.0 11.2 86
$30,0000rmore. ............. 1.8 0 0.9 45 0
Child care expenditure
Paid in last 4 weeks by mother
{orcurrenthusband) ........... 44.1 48.5 425 51.5 36.5
Average weekly costs
toworkingwomen .. ........... $653.59 $38.36 $53.5 $61.13 $44.89
'In 1988 dollars.
Sounce: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth,

impossible for the noncustodial parent to control
the resources of the custodial parent.'® Basi-
cally, the absent father is less willing to pay sup-
port if he is not sure what the mother will do
with the money. If the father believed the child
support payments would be used to offset child
care costs, he might be more willing to pay.
Table 4 presents annual hours and earnings
of absent fathers by payment of child support
and visitation status. The data reveal that fathers
who provide both child support and visitation
are the most likely to work, as more than 90 per-
cent were employed in 1987. Among working
fathers, it appears that nonpayers of child sup-
port (visited children only or neither paid sup-
port nor visited) have a greater tendency to work
fewer than 1,500 hours a year and have earnings
less than $10,000 per year. In contrast, payers of
child support (child support only or both child
support and visitation) are more apt than
nonpayers to work 2,000 or more hours a year
and 1o have earnings of $30,000 or more per
year. This positive association between child
support payments and earnings might exist be-
cause fathers with higher earnings are more

likely to have support awards ordered by the
courts, or because they are more willing to share
their monetary resources with their children.

Hence, while there are differences in hours
and earnings between payers and nonpayers of
child support, there is little difference between
the visitation behavior of these two groups.

Child support-visitation link

While child support and visitation are related to
hours of work, the interrelationship between
child support and visitation is of considerable
debate in itself. On the one hand, advocacy
groups representing absent fathers often claim
that nonpayment of child support is directly re-
lated to mothers with custody denying absent fa-
thers the right to visit their children. The fathers
argue that child support payments will increase
if they are allowed more contact with their chil-
dren. On the other hand, activists representing
mothers with custody argue that denial of visits
is not the issue and even if visits are denied, they
believe that this should not affect the payment of
child support. These advocacy groups represent-
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ing mothers claim that child support and visita-
tion should be treated as separate issues.’

As mentioned previously, research to date
tends to support the argument made by absent fa-
thers that child support payments and visitation
are complementary. That is, payments of child
support are positively related to frequency of visi-
tation. This positive association persists even after
controlling for a number of demographic factors
used to predict payments and visitation."”

Table 5 shows the relationship between child
support payments and visitation by absent fathers.
The data from mothers with custody and absent

fathers indicate that fathers who pay child support
are more likely to visit their children at least once
over the past survey year (1987-88) than are fa-
thers who pay no support, which is consistent with
findings from previous studies. However, among
those who visit, there are considerable differences
by frequency of visitation. According to informa-
tion from fathers, non-payers of child support are
more likely than payers to visit daily or 2 10 §
times a week. Nonpayers are also more likely to
visit only once within the past year. Fathers who
pay support are more apt to visit once a week or
between 1 and 3 times a month.

Table4.  Annual hours of work and earnings of 23- to 31-year-old fathers by payment of
child support and visitation status, 1988
[In percent]
No child
Paid Visited Paid child support paid
Charactaristic Fathers child support children support and and did
only only visited chlidren visit
children
Total {in thousands) ............ 1,923 125 531 815 402
Worked in previous year
Number (in thousands) . ....... 1,658 105 481 756 316
Percent .................... 86.2 84.0 828 92.8 788
Annual hours worked
1-489 . ..., ... ... 4.1 0.7 8.1 1.7 56
500-889 ................. 8.0 398 10.2 56 125
10001498 .. ............ 105 97 10.1 7.9 17.9
1500-1999 ............... 18.8 206 211 18.4 15.9
2000ormore. ............. 585 65.1 50.6 66.4 48.1
Annual earnings’
$1-$9999. .. ... ...... ..., 31.9 20.4 444 20.2 46.7
10,000-19999 ............ 36.2 41.0 340 37.4 34.8
20,000-29999 ... ... ... 20.7 17.5 16.6 27.1 11.8
30,000 0ormore ............ 11.2 211 5.0 15.3 6.7

'In 1988 dollars.
SoURCE:

National Longitudinal Survey of Youth.

Table 5.  Frequency of fathers’ visitation by child support status, according to surveyed
mothers and fathers, 1988
[In percant]
Mothers with custady Absent fathers
Incidence of visitation
Nonrecipients Recipienis Nonpayers Payers
Total {inthousands). .. ................ 2,079 1,087 983 940
Father visited
Number {in thousands) .............. 1,111 922 581 815
Percent .......................... 53.4 84.8 59.1 86.7
Frequency of visits:
Almosteveryday................. 15.0 7.2 132 7.3
2to5timesawsek ............. .. 146 15.3 27.3 19.3
Aboutonceaweek ... ............ 129 16.2 12.4 17.1
1to3timesamonth .............. 20.7 26.3 16.9 281
2to 11 times in the
pastyear ...................... 23.2 24.9 19.2 18.8
Oncainthepastyear ............. 13.7 10.0 10.8 8.3

Scunce:  National Longitudinal Survey of Youth,
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The data from mothers are remarkably simi-
lar to that from the fathers. Among mothers,
those that indicate they do not receive child sup-
port payments are more likely to receive daily
visits from the father of their children. Also,
their children are more likely to be visited only
once in the past year. In addition, recipients of
support are most likely to be visited once a week
or between | and 3 times a week,

Hence, the data from both mothers and fa-
thers suggest that among fathers who visit,
nonpayers of child support are more likely to
have a great deal of contact with the child (al-
most on a daily basis) or virtually no contact
with the child (once a year). This implies that
there is a group of fathers whose daily visits may
substitute for child support payments. Yet for
other fathers, nonpayment of child support is as-
sociated with little or no visits.
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Although the use of child day care services is
higher among women who receive child support,
average weekly expenditures for such services
are higher for mothers whose children are visited
by the father. Also, fathers who pay child sup-
port work more hours and have higher earnings
than do those that do not. In addition, fathers
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